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Musical therapist views
profession as a vocation

By Rob Cullivan
Staff writer

PENFIELD — While working
as a musical-therapist intern in
.a Cleveland hospital, Joanne M.

- Tango was told an elderly
woman had requested that she
come to her room.

Tango was reluctant to do so
for some reason, she recalled.
In part, she acknowledged that
as a white Catholic raised in up-
state New York, she didn’t
know if she could connect with
the black, Southern Baptist
woman who had suffered a
stroke two weeks earlier.

When she finally visited the
woman’s room, Tango per-
formed traditional hymns, in-
cluding “Amazing Grace” and
“This Little Light of Mine,” for
the woman whose family mem-
bers, including several grand-
children, joined in singing.
~ “The nurses said that was the
first time she smiled since the
stroke,” Tango recalled during
an April 27 presentation for the
Morninglory Support Group at
St. Joseph’s Church, 43 Geb-
hardt Road. The group, which
meets the fourth Thursday of

- every month, helps its members

deal with bereavement issues
through various programs and
speakers.

In that moment before the

woman and her family, Tango
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I just don't feel
that like I'm
getting all that 1
can if I'm not
sharing
(Liturgical) music.
o9

‘'said she experienced an “Aha!”
moment — as in “Ahal It's not
the musician, it’s the music that
help makes connections with
patients.”

“To me, music is life,” said
Tango, who also uses her mu-
sical talents as organist at St.
Helen’s Church in Gates.
“Drums and flutes were the
first inventions in every culture,
and people always sang. With
drums and flutes, people have
recognized that breath is the
rhythm of life.”

Currently emplojved asamu--
sic therapist in the Psychiatrie
Center at-Rochester’s Strong. -
Memorial Hospital, Fango ex-
plained to the Mormnglory
group — and in a follow-up in-
terview — that her therapy uses
music for non-musical goals
that help people suffering both
physical and mental ills.

Music can be used to lessen
people’s pain when they are
sick, increase their self-esteem
and their ability to relate to oth-
ers, and it can be used to aid

mentally ill patients articulate
their condition, she said.

In her work at Strong, Tan-
go mects with patients in both
group and one-on-one settings.

In a group set-
ting, she might
conduct a lyrical
discussion
about the Whit-
ney Houston
pop hit “The
Greatest Love
of All” By lis-
tening to and
discussing the
song celebrat-
ing self-esteem,
patients can talk
about' what’s
good in them-
selves, she said.

On the other
hand, working
one-on-one with

s John WIlkinIStaﬁ photographer

patients might Musnc Therapist Joanne Tango leads the Mommglory Support Group in song
‘entail anything  during an April 27 presentation at St. Joseph’s Churchin Penﬁeld She sees her

from simply giv-
ing ~ guitar
lessons to using music to help
patients open up about their
problems, she said.

She recalled one female pa-
tient who had suffered sexual
and physical abuse and who
played for Tango the tape of a
performer who had shared her
own abusive experiences with
her audience in a concert set-
ting. ,
“She began to communicate
and talk to the staff people be-
cause of the tape, whereas in
other sifuations she wouldn’ t,
Tango observed. - -

she dan’cbroaéh the ..

sub_;ect of faith with a patient,
many of her patients bring up
the subject with her, she said,

noting that she sees*her-profes- -

sion as a spiritual vocation. If
the patients wish to talk about
God or other spiritual matters,:
Tango is more than willing to
listen, she noted.

Tango brings to her work a
wealth of knowledge about
many worlds. Aspiring music
therapists must study the per-
formance, theory and history
of music along with its physics
and sound properties, she said.
In addition to their musical
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studies, aspiring therapists
must also take classes in psy-
chology, human sciences, and
such general education cours-
es as dance and art.

Tango, 41, graduated from
the -State University of New
York at New Paltz in 1992 with
a bachelor’s degree in music
therapy. During an interview,
she acknowledged that it took
her several years to find what
she now considers her true vo-
cation. Many of those years
were spent dealing with per-
sonal. issues-and health prob:.

lems that held;her back from. .

achieving her true potcnnal

she said.
“I really didn’t see the world

interest in people.

Tangeo started singing and
playing the organ at a young
age, and through her many
years searching for a meaning-
ful profession, she served the
church as parish organist and
as choir director. Playing songs

‘that illuminate such items of

-

faith as the Scriptures means
much.to Tango. .

“1 Justdoqt feel that like 'm
getting all that I can.if l,m, not

shanng (liturgical) music,” she

Tpday she; still egols _hear.

+ ing.commepts from, chipe

in colors,” she remarked;: “It .

was all black and gray.”
Gradually, however, a com-

bination of her Catholic faith,

supportive friends, and partic-

" ipation in various programs

helped her overcome her prob-
lems, 'she said, and by the late

- 1980s she had discerned her

desire to be a music therapist.
Tango had worked in human
services as a young woman and
found that music therapy com-
bined her love of song with her

ers who compliment her : wEen

sheplaysafamxharhymntha, e

brings smiles to their faces or
tears.to.their.eyes-She experi-
‘ences similar moments when.
one of her patienis responds
positively -to. a beloved ballad,
and she hailed music as one of
life’s most potent healers.

“1 do believe that the power
of music could help people
where they’re at,” Tango said.

* She added that the best mu-
sic needs no explanation.

“It’s not only something that
can be heard with the ears,” she
said, “but felt with the heart.”

Ihoughts to Consider

EDWIN SULEWSKI
. - Funeral Director

How can | help someone who is grieving?

You can help in a number of special ways. Through reaching out and
offering support in the form.of listening and presence you will help a
great deal.Ask your friend how they are doing. Mention the deceased
by riame and allow the bereaved to continue discussion about the
deceased if they wish. Many bereaved report feeling isolated. You

can help by including them in your social groups. Contact with the
grieving is most important during the period right after death and in
the three or four months following when the bereaved feel especnauy
isolated. Reach out and make your presence felt.

SCHAUMAN-SULEWSKI FUNERAL HOME
2100 St. Paul St, - Rochwter,NYl4621 (716) 342-3400
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